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Reagan Petty: Three Days with Lonnie Holley: Exploring His Use of Trash, Garbage, and Debris 
(Under the Direction of Bernard L. Herman) 
 
This thesis examines artist Lonnie Holley’s use of materials that he calls “trash, garbage, and 
debris” in his expressive work. Drawn from experiences and interviews with the artist during a 
three-day period, this paper starts with his assemblage sculptures and the spoken-word 
commentaries that accompany them. It, then, focuses on Holley’s process of creating assemblage 
pieces from trash, garbage, and debris. The artist’s process can be divided into three aspects: 
finding materials, making sculpture, and engaging with his made objects. This thesis situates his 
process of making and spoken-word around critical categories, including collection, curation, 
narrative, and performance. Ultimately, this thesis explores the way that Holley’s engagement 
with materials can lead to new understandings of his work, as well as the work of other artists 
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A 1994 segment on CNN titled “Junkyard Artist,” featured the original yard environment 
of artist Lonnie Holley from Birmingham, Alabama. Throughout the program, the camera 
panned over a wooded area on the side of a highway littered with objects just visible between the 
trees. Following camera shots that showed the outer edges of the woods, gallery owner Mark 
Karelson commented, “It’s the type of place that you could look at very quickly and decide it 
was utter chaos, and the more you look at it and delve into it, the more organized it becomes and 
the more the story unfolds.”1 Karelson’s comments describe a tendency that was common 
whenever Holley created his environment to immediately designate it as junk, or chaos without 
acknowledging the complexity in its creation and organization. These explanations of Holley’s 
yard environment resonate with his broader artistic practice, particularly his engagement with 
materials. Holley is an artist who works with an array of media, and whose engagement with the 
world of things that he calls “trash, garbage, and debris”2 is central to his art. Like Karelson’s 
comments on Holley’s environment, with more attention to Holley’s engagement with materials 
the more complex and organized his process of art-making becomes.  
Holley identifies his first work of art as a gravestone that he carved out of sandstone after 
the death of his sister’s children in a housefire. As Holley’s creative practice developed, he 
continued to fashion sandstone sculptures, but also started to create paintings, drawings, music, 
and assemblage sculptures. My thesis focuses on Holley’s engagement with assemblage. 
                                                        
1  Videotape 12: Lonnie Holley CNN, 14 March 1994, in the Souls Grown Deep Foundation Collection #20491, 
Southern Folklife Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
 
2 This description of his materials comes from his words during a visit to an AMST 211 class at the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill on April 10, 2019. These words will be used throughout the essay.  
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Holley’s process begins with foraging for objects, from roots and rocks to cast-away items and 
garbage. After gathering materials, Holley combines the objects in sculpture, sometimes 
manipulating the objects for his purposes, and other times attaching them just as they were 
discovered. Integral to his process are the narratives that he speaks into the objects, imbuing 
them with new meanings. As he works, Holley provides spoken-word and sung commentaries 
that accompany the objects he uses and the sculptures he creates.  
 Holley’s sculptures and commentaries urge us to rethink his use of materials and its 
relevance to his artistic practice. Starting with observations about Holley’s art-making process 
and the commentaries that accompany his practice, richer understandings of his engagement with 
media emerge that identify it as an engagement rooted in artistic agency, self-awareness and 
complexity. Although Holley’s engagement as an artist spans decades, my thesis draws on a 
series of interviews that were conducted during a three-day artist residency at the University of 
North Carolina during the Fall of 2018. These days with Holley provided a focused opportunity 
to engage with the artist and to experience his art-making process firsthand. These experiences 
over this three-day period allowed insight into his engagement with “trash, garbage, and debris,” 
and the ways that this engagement relates to larger meanings in his work.  
 Holley’s use of the word “debris” as a way to describe his materials has been consistent 
throughout his own descriptions of his work from as early as 1988 to the present.  A review of 
footage from the Souls Grown Deep archives held at UNC’s Wilson Library dating back to 1988 
reveals that this word has continued to be a part of Holley’s vocabulary in explaining his work.  
In a general sense, the word “debris” can be defined as “the remains of something broken down 
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or destroyed,” “an accumulation of fragments and rocks,” or “something discarded.”3 Each 
definition of the word suggests a past to the object before it was left behind, lost, or cast away. 
These definitions also allow room for the natural and manmade materials to be encompassed in 
the word “debris.” The definitions of the word resonate with Holley’s use of materials, as he 
emphasizes their states prior to being used as an art object.  
Holley also uses the idea of materials being discarded or cast away and then re-
discovered as an attribute of debris as a way to tie his use of materials into an autobiographical 
context. During a 1998 interview, Holley is asked, “What do you think will be the final stage of 
all of this?” and Holley responded by saying,  
“The final stage of this, I hope that someone can say that there was a man, and once this 
man felt that he wasn’t nothing, and he figured that he was thrown away and he had time 
enough to sit down and let god or the spirit or the force within talk with him and allow 
him to start working on an object. The object was there. I had to seek, they say seek and 
you shall find, and the wisdom was there, I had to knock and it was given, so the material 
plus the wisdom put together worked out to be something powerful from nothing. I 
wasn’t nothing. The material wasn’t nothing. We took time to make something become 
something”4  
In his answer, Holley draws a parallel between himself and his materials along the lines of being 
“thrown away” and then being made into “something.” In this sense, Holley’s use of debris, 
                                                        
3 “Debris,” Merriam-Webster, Merriam-Webster, Accessed April 14, 2019, www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/debris. 
 
4 Videotape 20491/2, in the Souls Grown Deep Foundation Collection #20491, October 25, 1998, Southern Folklife 
Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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which is associated with being cast away and then found, as an art media allows him to draw 
authobiographical narratives out of his assemblages.   
Holley’s use of materials is representative of a shared practice in the work of a group of 
artists from the Birmingham-Bessemer region of Alabama that has been coined the 
“Birmingham-Bessemer School” by Bernard L. Herman.5 Herman notes the shared sensibility 
that has developed around art-making in the region with an emphasis on non-traditional art 
materials incorporated into sculptures and mixed-media painting. What Herman identifies as the 
Birmingham-Bessemer School is best known for artists such as Thornton Dial, Sr., Joe Minter, 
Ronald Lockett, and Lonnie Holley himself. The work of these artists is often contextualized 
through categories like “self-taught,” “outsider,” and “folk.” Although, they approach different 
subjects and work in different styles, many of these artists are united by their use of pre-used and 
discarded materials. An exploration of Holley’s work opens up avenues for understanding the 
work of these artists in new ways along the lines of their engagements with materials.  
Holley’s work, as well as the work of other artists from the Birmingham-Bessemer 
School, has been contextualized as found-object art. Art historical readings of “the found” are 
complicated and conflicted. This thesis does not engage the theoretical nodes of “the found,” and 
rather, addresses Holley’s use of materials in an ethnographic context from a Folkloristic 
perspective. Folklore, as a practice, draws its questions from the expressive culture that it seeks 
to understand, and engages ideas related to media in different ways. Following this framework, I 
begin with the words of the maker himself. I start with Holley’s description of his materials as 
“trash, garbage, and debris,” using this formulation throughout the essay to contextualize the 
materials that he incorporates in his sculptural assemblages.  
                                                        
5 Bernard L. Herman, “Once Something Has Lived It Can Never Really Die,” In Fever Within: The Art of Ronald 
Lockett, Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2016, 2.  
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Based on the material drawn from interactions with Holley, my thesis looks at the ways 
that Holley’s commentaries on media overlaps with the critical categories of collection and 
curation. Discussions surrounding art using recycled, pre-used, and scavenged materials invite 
speculation around these concepts. Both of these practices, collection and curation, share 
characteristics around intentionality, subjectivity, and narrativity that are resonate with Holley’s 
artistic process. Thinking about the ways that Holley’s work relates to the practices of collection 
and curation offers alternative readings of his sculptural assemblages. However, the language of 
collection and curation alone fails to describe Holley’s practice. Exploring the areas in which 
these categories are insufficient for fully capturing Holley’s artistic practice leads to an 
understanding of the his work with media as critically distinct.   
The importance of narrative emerges in the art of Holley on various levels in the creation 
of his art. His narratives give new meanings to objects, connecting them to his biography, to the 
stories of their discovery, or their prior use. Narrative also functions in the work of Holley as a 
way to connect his work to broader groups of people, whether they are made up of members of 
the art world, his hometown community in Alabama, or his audience. Ray Cashman, Tom 
Mould, and Pravina Shukla in their introduction to the text The Individual and Tradition: 
Folkloristic Perspectives explore the relationships between the individual and the collective, 
arguing that they are intimately connected. They ground this interaction between the individual 
and the collective in the enactment of traditions, as well as through creative performances. They 
write that, “the individual and tradition are inseparable and mutually constituting.”6 Similar ideas 
appear in Henry Glassie’s text Prince Twins Seven-Seven, which provides a biography of the 
                                                        
6 Ray Cashman, Tom Mould, and Pravina Shukla, “Introduction,” in The Individual and Tradition: Folkloristic 
Perspectives, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011: 11.  
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artist, but also presents a picture of the artist vacillating between individual expression and the 
collective that he represents.7 In the introduction to The Individual and Tradition, the authors 
note the significance of this aspect of Glassie’s text. They write, “we see how art can be at the 
one time modern and traditional, a portrait of the individual and of the collective, a conjuring of 
the ancestral past and visualization of invisible spiritual realities.”8 The ideas that emerge in 
these texts help to explain the role of narrative in Holley’s work with debris, which extends the 
significance of his art and commentaries to realms outside of himself. Narrative allows Holley to 
connect his art to broader meanings, communities, and traditions.  
In addition to the relationship between Holley’s work with debris and the concepts of 
collection, curation, and narrative, I look at the ways Holley’s engagement with debris creates 
potentials for emergence. Emergence is an idea that was established by folklorist Richard 
Bauman that is grounded in performance, and when brought into the conversation on Holley’s 
media, it highlights the performative elements of narratives in tandem with the discovery of 
materials and creation of objects. The emphasis on performativity brings the artistic action into 
the present context and allows for what Bauman calls “the emergent quality of performance.”9 
Quoting Raymond Williams, he writes that within the formulation of “emergent culture,” “new 
meanings and values, new practices, new significances and experiences are continually being 
                                                        
7 Henry Glassie, Prince Twins Seven-Seven: His Art, His Life in Nigeria, His Exile in America, Bloomington, IN: 
Indiana University Press, 2010. 
 
8 Cashman, Ray, Tom Mould, and Pravina Shukla, “Introduction,” 2.  
 
9Richard Bauman, “Verbal Art as Performance,” In Verbal Art as Performance (Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, 
Inc., 1984),, 37.  
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created.”10 Through actions related to collection, curation, and narrative, Holley’s performative 
process with debris opens up space for new meanings to emerge.   
 After experiencing his process firsthand, it was clear that Holley’s method of art-making 
fit into various aspects, or steps in the process. I divide these aspects into three categories that are 
related Holley’s process of using debris in his expressive work: the presence of a maker, the 
materials, and “the made” object that is created from debris. Each category arises in an 
engagement with Holley’s work and is integral to his process of creating art with non-traditional 
materials. Throughout this essay, I explore these categories through works of art by Holley and 
examine their broader importance for understanding his work. These categories that emanate 
from Holley’s work culminate in the “the made” and the presentation of the created object. The 
larger reception and critical discourse around found-media art, then, is beyond the scope of this 
project which focuses on process through the work of a single maker, Lonnie Holley.  
  There are a number of characteristics that enliven aspects of Holley’s use of debris 
through the maker, the materials, and the made. The presence of a maker or a finder is an 
obvious necessity, but the role of the maker plays out in specific ways during through Holley’s 
use of debris. Holley as a maker can be understood as a curator, a refuse collector, or an 
archaeologist uncovering hidden materials. Focusing on Holley as a maker or finder reveals the 
creation of his sculptural works as a project marked by thoughtful curation and construction. In 
his case, this self-consciousness is present not in searching for particular objects, but rather in 
highly-attuned self-awareness and sensitivity to the presence of trash, garbage, and debris. The 
process of the finder is personal, and the subjectivity of the finder manifests itself through the 
choice of materials. This choice is not pre-determined or limited by a lack of materials, so this 
                                                        
10 Ibid., 48.  
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choice is reliant upon something particular to the maker. In Holley’s case, the choice of materials 
emanates from personal aesthetic decisions and the potential narrative function of objects.  
 These characteristics of the maker rely on the genre of media and the use of materials 
called “trash, garbage, and debris.” Holley’s genre of media is characterized by narratives that 
enliven objects. Enlivening narratives can come in the form of references to the prior “lives” of 
objects, or their real or imagined uses and activities prior to being chosen as an art material. 
Narratives that Holley commonly associated with debris are those that describe the moment 
when the material was discovered. These narratives create new associations and meanings in 
objects, bringing them to life by acknowledging their previous uses, circulations, and 
associations. Holley’s use of materials relies upon narratives, like the narrative of the life of the 
object prior to its being discovered and the narrative of the object’s moment of discovery.  
The process culminates in the creation of a made object. Like the maker and the 
materials, there are characteristics that accompany “the made” object. The made introduces a 
reliance on narrative on other levels. In this case, each piece of debris is incorporated into a 
singular narrative, the narrative of the made object. This involves a shifting of contexts in which 
each individual piece of material is integrated into a newly made object. In the context of the 
made object, the narratives and associations that accompany individual objects are incorporated 
into the new context of the made. It is often at this stage of Holley’s process that his narratives 
extend beyond the present moment and connect his work to traditions, communities, and outside 
groups of people. It is also during this step in his process that Holley uses narratives to draw his 
made object into biographical arenas, and to connect past, present and even future. In Holley’s 
case, the titles that he assigns his sculptures and his commentaries that tie objects together in new 
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contexts are examples of the ways that discrete objects are brought together in the realm of the 
made.  
Holley’s work exhibits each of these levels in his use of debris as art material. During my 
three-day engagement with Holley, there were moments and conversations that exemplified each 
part of his artistic process and gave insight into the relevance of his use of materials for 
understanding his work. Those conversations and creative moments give substance to the 
abstractions of the maker, the materials, and the made, and they allow Holley’s work to be 




My initial insight into Holley’s role as a maker came during my first engagement with the 
artist. On a Tuesday morning, I sat with Holley on a low brick wall on the campus of the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. This was a time that Holley has set aside during his 
residency to talk to me about his use of media. Instead of answering my questions directly 
though, he asked me to follow him into a patch of mulch decorated with manicured bushes. He 
led me into the bushes, saying, “This is the part called ‘seek and you shall find.’”11 As he started 
to guide me through the initial step of his artistic process, he described his role as a finder. “In a 
sense,” he said, “I’m almost like any explorer. Not so much looking for a new continent, but I’m 
looking for material to get this job done.” Holley’s commentaries as we walked through the 
                                                        
11 These quotations come from an interview with Lonnie Holley by Reagan Petty on September 11, 2018 at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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bushes evoked an almost mystical aura around his process as he imbued his search for materials 
with the zeal of an explorer seeking a new continent.  
The notion of discovery that Holley suggests by drawing a relationship between himself 
and an explorer is central in his practice of searching for debris. Holley’s search for materials is 
guided by his interest in aesthetic and narrative qualities of objects that he encounters, but Holley 
does not go into the process of debris-finding with specific materials in mind. Rather, his process 
of finding debris is related to his notion of “seek and you shall find.” As a maker, Holley’s 
process is steeped in the discovery of unexpected materials, as opposed to the seeking of 
particular materials that will lead him to specific results.   
Holley continued to reinforce these ideas about discovery in his process of searching for 
debris. He explained, “We’re looking in the bushes because that’s where material gets there, and 
it stays there for months and months.” His process of scouring the bushes searching for material 
that could be uncovered evoked the ideas of an archaeologist visiting potential excavation sites to 
encounter the material remains of past peoples and societies or of an adventurer searching for 
buried treasure. Holley approaches his search with a similar air of archeological discovery. When 
he came across a piece of a plastic grocery bag that was halfway buried in the mulch, he 
uncovered it and said, “This right here is great.” He continued, “We can see how old it is just by 
pulling on it…It also lets us know how long the duration of a piece of plastic is, and how over a 
period that piece of plastic is capable of staying around.” These comments about a material as 
mundane as a plastic bag invite comparisons to the dating and categorization of archaeological 
findings. Holley stopped and bent down to pick up a plant’s stem that had split off into multiple 
directions. He admired the geometry of the stem remarking, “In the process of searching for 
something, I get to examine.”  
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 Holley celebrates the beauty of these unexpected materials, many being items that are 
usually categorize as junk. However, Holley does not keep all of the potential material that he 
discovers. For example, he picked up a bundle of sticks and explained a plan for a potential art 
project in which he would allow each student to paint one stick in a color or pattern of their 
choosing, then he would bundle the sticks back up to teach students that, even though they are 
different, they can still stick together. After describing this idea to me, Holley returned the sticks 
to the place where he discovered them.  While Holley does not search for particular materials for 
a given project, his choices originate in a personal aesthetic so that he is discriminant in his 
selection of materials. During the time Holley and I spent reconnoitering media, it was clear that 
there were some items that Holley thought suitable to be collected, and there were others that 
Holley noticed but passed by.  
This element of creative subjectivity is central to the finder, whose selection of materials 
is grounded in personal choice. The language of collection becomes useful in understanding the 
finder’s subjective discrimination when selecting objects. In the discourse surrounding 
collection, there is a distinction drawn between collection and accumulation.12 Accumulation 
refers to the automatic or un-systematized piling up of objects, while collection requires a much 
more rich and selective process of admission into the set. Situating the finder’s practice as a form 
of collection rather than accumulation reinforces the level of subjectivity and thoughtful choice 
that characterizes the actions of the finder.  
                                                        
12 Both Jean Baudrillard in his essay “The System of Collecting,” and Susan Stewart in On Longing: Narratives of 
the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection draw an important distinction between collection and 
accumulation. Drawing this distinction between collection and accumulation, Stewart writes, “Herein lies the 
difference between the collections of humans and the collections of packrats.” Baudrillard writes, “Collecting proper 
emerges at first with an orientation to the cultural: it aspires to discriminate between objects, privileging those which 
have some exchange value or which are also ‘objects’ of conservation, of commerce, of social ritual, of display—
possibly which are even sources of profit.” In each case, collection is identified as a process that discriminates 
between objects for a purpose, rather than accumulating items at random.  
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 Some of Holley’s choices seem to relate to his personal vision for a piece or to his 
aesthetic sensitivities, but many of the objects Holley chooses to keep have a narrative potential. 
Holley discovered a large safety pin in the mulch close to the nearest sidewalk. He immediately 
drew a narrative out of the object, associating it with a pin that is used to hold together a baby’s 
diaper. In doing so, he invested the piece of debris with new narrative possibilities. Holley 
remarked, “Even when the baby grows up, I still have something that was valuable for its growth 
right here in my sculpture.” Holley directed me to pick up a white wooden object that I soon 
realized was a golf tee. Holley said, “This is a very important thing…We know we’re dealing 
with life, and because this is a thing that you put in the ground and you put your golf ball on, 
we’re going to say, ‘life is not a game.’” Holley’s quickness to draw these narratives from 
everyday objects represents one characteristic of his process of finding. Holley’s role as a finder 
is intimately tied to his spoken-word commentaries on debris.  
 Holley’s acute sensitivity to the presence of trash, garbage, and debris became clear as I 
accompanied him in the search for materials. One way that this sensitivity to the presence of 
debris is expressed is simply through Holley’s awareness of objects that are normally hidden 
from view based on engrained notions of waste and garbage. These items, that to Holley are akin 
to buried treasure or archaeological findings, exist outside of the conscious experience of 
passerby who do not share this sensitivity to the constant presence of debris. At one point, Holley 
led me to a pile of materials that had accumulated at the base of a building below a row of 
windows. “This gives us a moment to think, because if somebody looks outside of there,” he 
said, pointing to the window, “they’ll say ewww or turn their head away because they don’t want 
to see that.” Holley expresses a different way of existing in the world which conceives of some 
items categorized as “garbage” as having a sense of beauty upon closer examination.  
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Holley’s sensitivity to the presence of trash, garbage, and debris manifests itself in his 
conception of unexpected objects as beautiful, as well as in his ability to notice these objects at 
all. As Holley and I walked and scanned the ground around us, he continued to point out objects 
that had completely escaped my recognition. Holley pointed at objects saying, “Get this right 
here,” and “This is important. Pick that up.” Oftentimes, it took me a few seconds to even locate 
the object because it blended in with the environment or I simply missed it while scouring 
around the bushes.  
These characteristics coalesced when Holley discovered a root poking up out of the dirt. 
He started to uncover the root, expressing his excitement that it was shallow enough to be 
removed from the earth. The root piece, about a foot in length, came up easily as Holley 
mouthed, “beautiful, beautiful.” Holley identified the root as the root of a holly bush. He 
connected the root back to himself through the connection between Holley and Holly, as well as 
through visual elements of the root. He said, “See how it’s spreading all over the place? Maybe 
my life is to be like the holly root—to extend all over the place.” The root formed the base of a 
sculpture that Holley assembled from the materials that were collected that day. [Figure 1] 
 
The Materials 
 Holley’s engagement with debris as a medium for his artistic creation begins after he 
collects materials for a sculpture. It could be argued that these objects do not maintain their 
placement in the category of “debris” just by virtue of their having been discarded and then re-
discovered as an art object. Rather, these materials are solidified in the world of reclaimed trash, 
garbage, and debris through the functioning of narratives constructed around them. This genre of 
media is characterized by narratives of the prior lives of objects, or stories about the circulation 
 14 
of the object prior to its being discovered by the artist. Also, narratives of discovery are central in 
many examples of Holley’s use materials. Holley’s spoken-word commentaries about his 
materials reveal the centrality of narrative to his practice of using trash, garbage, and debris in 
his expressive work.  
 During Holley’s three-day visit, he met a group of students at the Ackland Art Museum 
on the campus of the University of North Carolina. After meeting in the lobby, we made our way 
to an upstairs gallery where we gathered around his sculpture that was displayed atop a plinth in 
the corner of the room. The sculpture, titled Natural and Manmade, is composed of various 
materials, including wires, metals, a gift tag, stones, and plastic tubing [Figure 2]. The base of 
the sculpture in formed by a large, textured and multi-layered rock from which the additional 
materials extend upward. A thick wire is wrapped around the central rock. It then winds up to 
attach two smaller stones, two pieces of metal, a gift tag, and a plastic tube. Holley spent the next 
hour surrounding the made object with spoken-word commentaries, but many of his narratives 
revolved around particular objects that he had incorporated into the sculpture.  
Holley started by identifying each of the objects in the sculpture one by one. He 
described a piece of metal that he had included, saying, “Then you’ve got our tin, there. The tin 
that you see that’s all chip-ified and looks like it’s just rusting away and being broken down to 
the reduction of itself.”  He identifies each of the materials, “You’ve got a piece of copper 
wrapped in a rubber [that] is wrapped around that—they call it a telephone wire. Then this 
orange pipe is a pipe that carries a kind of hydraulic fluid. Then this piece of bark that is going 
around the rock and tied and bound around the rock is…a piece of re-bar material…on the 
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backside of it, if you’ll notice it, I ran a smaller piece of wire that then caught onto this other 
little chip, this beautiful little chip…”13 
Holley’s descriptions of debris venture beyond mere identification into the realm of 
narratives of discarded-ness. These narratives solidify the materials as pieces of trash, garbage, 
and debris, and Holley’s commentaries lend insight into narratives of debris in at least two 
arenas. One of these arenas is narratives that reference the prior lives of objects. Holley starts to 
form a narrative of prior life whenever he comments that, outside of its function as an art 
material, the orange pipe “carries a kind of hydraulic fluid.” Another arena that Holley 
introduces is a narrative of discovery. Throughout his commentaries, Holley often identifies the 
location or method in which he came across his materials, creating a narrative that reinforces his 
position as the maker and the object as debris.  
Although narratives of debris have a particular quality, an idea that plays into debris 
narratives is that of “origin stories.” In his descriptions of each item, Holley provides what might 
be thought of as “origin stories” for each of his materials. In some cases, an “origin story” refers 
to the backstory of a character, a story that establishes the character as exceptional and unique. 
Origin Stories are a hallmark of the superhero genre, which almost always include a story about 
the superhero’s past. In The Superhero Reader, Charles Hatfield writes, “Almost all superheroes 
have an origin story: a bedrock account of the transformative events that set the protagonist apart 
from ordinary humanity…To read origin stories about destroyed worlds, murdered parents, 
genetic mutations, and mysterious power-giving wizards is to realize the degree to which the 
superhero genre is about transformation, about identity, about difference.”14 The notion of 
                                                        
13 These quotations come from an interview conducted with Lonnie Holley by Reagan Petty on September 11, 2018 
at the Ackland Art Museum. 
 
14 Charles Hatfield, The Superhero Reader, Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 2013, 3.  
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backstory is present in Holley’s discussion of the objects, as he identifies the originating site or 
prior use of each item. As Holley goes through each object, his narrations transform their 
meaning into more than a “normal” copper wire or pipe. He gives them an identity, and he sets 
them apart as different and unique. As Holley narrates, there is a sense that each object has a 
past-life or backstory that it lived out prior to its inclusion in Holley’s sculpture. Like the origin 
stories that are attached to superhero characters, these narratives establish a background for the 
objects that places them in a context of having a prior life or a use prior to their designation as an 
art object.  
While the idea of the origin story of a character is relevant in Holley’s piece, in a broader 
sense, our collective understanding of origin stories goes back even further to describe narratives 
or myths that seek to provide understandings of the creation of the earth and the origins of its 
forms of life. Joanne Wright introduces the idea of the “origin story” in her text Origin Stories in 
Political Thought: Discourses on Gender, Power and Citizenship. She writes, “Our origins 
preoccupy us. The desire to understand origins is as close to a universal phenomenon as might be 
imagined.”15 She goes on to identify the nature of origin stories and their relevance in current 
discourse. “Fascination with and curiosity about origins in general, an interest in the beginning of 
human societies, human life, and indeed the cosmos itself, lie at the heart of religious, scientific, 
and philosophic inquiry.” Holley’s narrations about origins play into our ubiquitous curiosity 
surrounding beginnings and backgrounds. Holley fills these objects with narratives that gesture 
to their origins, their real or imagined lives or the moment of their discovery, building 
originating myths around them.  
                                                        
15 Joanne H. Wright, Origin Stories in Political Thought: Discourses on Gender, Power, and Citizenship. Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2004, 3.  
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 Origin stories relate to narratives of debris that tie objects back to their moment of 
finding or to their use, state, or placement prior to being discovered. The idea of origin stories as 
a way to form myths around an object comes into play when describing Holley’s use of trash, 
garbage and debris. Conceiving of these objects as embodying stories is essential, because not 
only are the objects characterized as debris by virtue of their having been discovered by a finder 
and converted into art materials, the narratives that are built around them solidify their 
characterization as discarded and recovered media. Holley’s commentaries around the sculpture 
Natural and Manmade demonstrate the importance of narrative in his use of debris. In his 
description of the sculpture for the group of students, his narratives around the sculpture often 
highlighted individual examples of debris within it. His narratives demonstrated the importance 
of originating myths to the medium of debris, and Holley identified himself as the myth-maker 
or, as he called himself, the “word-smither” and “thought-smither.” Holley introduced a material 
that, according to the artist, was reliant upon a narrative in order for it to be understood 
appropriately. He gestured to the piece of metal that bound the assembled objects together, 
saying, “So what I’ve got here for you all to understand is a bed spring, the thing that looks like a 
spring, you couldn’t understand it unless you were looking for it to be so explained to you.” In 
this instance, Holley provides a narrative of origin by explaining the prior use of the object, its 
role as a bedspring. This origin story is one that is characterized by surprise in the audience16 and 
the privileged role of Holley as the finder and narrator to reveal these hidden stories.  
                                                        
16 This element of surprise that emerges from Holley’s unexpected use of a bedspring is characteristic of the narrative 
potential of trash garbage and debrisl. This idea can be understood through Bill Brown’s “Thing Theory” that he 
introduces in his chapter of the same name. Things, he argues in this chapter, exist somewhere in the spaces between 
the accepted categories of active subject and passive object. He writes, “We begin to confront the thingness of 
objects when they stop working for us: when the drill breaks, when the car stalls, when the windows get filthy, when 
their flow within the circuits of production and distribution, consumption, and exhibition, has been arrested, 
however momentarily.” Objects become things when they take on active qualities, when they assert themselves in 
new ways, and when they step outside of their expected functionalities and make their presence known. Like 
Brown’s conception of “things,” debris exists in the space between active subject and passive object. These objects 
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The narratives that most directly locate these objects in the realm of debris have to do 
with the stories of the place and moment when the objects were discovered. Holley introduced a 
narrative like this one whenever he described the large rock at the base of his sculpture. Holley 
gestured toward the sculpture, saying, “The [stone] on the bottom is a [material] that I found at 
Coosa River Dam,” on a tributary of the Alabama River. In his initial introduction of the object, 
Holley ties the object back to a particular place where it was discovered. Holley continued to 
present a narrative about how the object was discovered, saying, “When they were digging the 
level of the dam, they had to come through certain cave-like areas, breaking through this pass 
[where] the dam water would flow.” Holley says that this piece of stone came from, “the process 
of tearing up this cave ground.” This narrative indexes the process of finding, and identifies this 
rock as a piece of debris by connecting it to the place of its finding and by tying it to a story of its 
discovery.  
Some of Holley’s narratives on his materials are even more expansive, telling stories that 
provide more direct pathways for imagination about the prior lives of objects. Returning the 
orange pipe that was identified as carrying “a kind of hydraulic fluid,” Holley ties this material 
into a narrative about the extraction of oil from the Earth. He says, “This orange pipe, they’re 
going to have to drill this piece of material if they’re trying to find some oil beneath it. Can you 
dig it?” Holley positions this object, now in the corner of an art gallery, as an actor in a story 
about intense, noisy, arduous efforts to remove materials from the Earth. He says to his audience, 
                                                        
move from a realm of invisibility during the moment when they are discovered and their finder becomes aware of 
their beauty or artful capacities. An element of the aesthetic experience of viewing art made in the medium of debris  
is the experience of the “thingness” of the objects. In narratives of debris, the viewer is confronted with objects that 
are usually unnoticed or are appreciated only for their functional value. This moment of recognition of a thing in an 
artful context, and the surprise that accompanies this recognition, aligns with Brown’s conception of the 
confrontation of the “thingness” of an object.  
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“Can you dig it?” as if to coax them to join him in meandering through his imaginative narrative. 
By interrupting his narrative with a question to the audience, Holley extends his narrative to 
include their insights and their participation. In this sense, Holley allows the audience to become 
a part of the meaning of the work through his narrative.  
Holley draws out the story of the orange pipe further, saying, “Think about it. You’re 
tampering with nature. You’re going in after oil. You don’t know exactly how much you’ve 
taken away. Oil itself has a purpose in whatever pocket it’s in in the earth.” The mythical quality 
that emerges in Holley’s engagement with debris is especially relevant in this example. Like 
myths often do, Holley’s story around the orange pipe has an element of morality. In this case, 
the moral of the story has to do with a responsibility to be thoughtful about our engagement with 
the Earth, and to avoid disrupting the natural order for our own gain. The object takes on another 
aspect of its mythic sense through the expansiveness of the story. In reality, the orange pipe that 
Holley identifies was likely never involved in oil extraction. Despite this, in the origin story that 
Holley builds around, the object is a part in a mythical story that situates the pipe in clashes 
between humans and the Earth they occupy. Even though Holley, presumably, did not actually 
find an orange pipe that was used in or around the extraction of natural resources, he still 
solidifies the debris-status of the object by creating a narrative that reinforces the idea that the 
object had a life prior to its placement in an art object.  
Holley’s use of debris as art media involves more than a categorization of the medium 
based on visual information alone. Holley’s engagement with debris reveals that the materials are 
closely connected to the narratives that are drawn from them or inscribed upon them. These 
narratives, like those tied to Holley’s river stone and orange pipe, do more than provide further 
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information about the materials. Rather, the materials’ placement in the category of debris is 
reliant upon these narratives of prior life and stories of discovery.  
 
The Made 
 Holley’s completed work and commentaries reveal characteristics of made objects that 
emanate from the world of debris. Narrative plays a central role in each step of this particular 
type of artistic process. However, in the made object, the issues of narrative and context take on 
a new dimension. The narratives that accompany individual materials remain relevant in this 
stage, but the made object is characterized by broader shifts in context that encompass the entire 
assemblage of materials. In this culminating step, each individual piece of debris becomes 
connected in the context of the singular made object. This enables the creation of narratives that 
not only identify each of the objects as a piece of debris, but also for the initiation of narratives 
that unite the various objects in the context of the made. Holley’s commentaries in conjunction 
with his made objects demonstrate the ways in which the context of individual materials shift in 
context of the made object, as well as the importance of narrative and performance to this step in 
his process.  
 During his visit to the Ackland Art Museum, Holley introduced the group of students to 
another of his sculptures in the museum’s collection. This sculpture, Balancing the Rock (2007), 
[Figure 3] was also assembled from debris, like Natural and Manmade. Holley’s Balancing the 
Rock sculpture provided more insight into his process of using debris at the level of the made. 
The sculpture was constructed of a large stone wrapped in fanbelts and thin metal resting atop a 
block of wood. However, Holley’s initial comments regarding the piece did not reference any of 
these objects. Rather than introducing the piece along the lines of visual or material elements, 
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Holley dove headfirst into a personal narrative about a traumatic event he endured as a child at 
Mt. Meig’s Industrial School of Negro Children in Alabama.  He drew us into his story, “In this 
place called the Alabama Industrial School, there were some things going on you had to learn, 
and having learned those things in the process of being there, I ran away.” Holley continued to 
detail the type of punishments he received for running away, and in doing so, he drew more 
connections between the sculpture and his story. “I got a whooping for running away from…the 
man that whipped me, in his one hand he was holding a fan belt, in the other hand he would be 
holding a stick that he whooped you with and beat you.”17 Holley gestured to the fan-belt 
wrapped around the rock, making clear an initial connection between his story and the physical 
object.  
As Holley continued, his remembrance became more agitated, and his sculpture 
increasingly emblematic of his lived experience. He revealed more of his personal narrative and 
tied it to the materials in his sculpture, saying,  
“I was tied to a bench, so if you look at the four nails that are tying this piece down, the 
four nails are bounded down so the rock won’t go nowhere. If we want to say—I was 
more like the rock, where I wouldn’t run away again…I had to be tied down…So when 
they tied you down, your arms were locked around the cedar tree, and they were tied 
around the tree. Your leg, one leg, was tied to the back on the bench. Your other one was 
tied down to this end of the bench, and then you got your whooping.”18  
                                                        
17 These quotations come from an interview conducted with Lonnie Holley by Reagan Pettyvon September 11, 2018 




In his commentary surrounding the piece, the only reference to individual materials comes in 
their relationship to his overarching narrative of traumatic memory from his childhood. Rather 
than introducing each material in the context of its prior life or its moment of discovery, Holley 
shifts contexts, foregrounding a new narrative that unites each individual object. Shifts in context 
that unite objects in a final sculpture are characteristic of Holley’s engagement with debris in the 
made object.  
Holley’s made objects are vessels for the overarching narratives that he draws out of 
them. Holley’s ability to formulate a narrative around a given assemblage of materials, including 
his association of personal narratives with made objects, reinforces the idea of subjectivity in 
each level of the process of art made from debris. In the case of Holley’s untitled sculpture in the 
collection of the Ackland Art Museum, his assemblage of stones, wood, and automobile pieces 
gathers meanings that are broader than each of its separate parts. The piece becomes an 
embodiment of Holley’s past traumas and his personal stories in which each individual material 
comes to contribute to this narrative.  
In Holley’s Balancing the Rock, the critical categories of collection and curation both 
emerge as important factors in Holley’s engagement with debris. One characteristic of collection 
is the shift in context that takes place whenever objects are arranged into a set. Susan Stewart 
speaks to this narrative shift, ““The collection is a form of art as play, a form involving the 
reframing of objects within a world of attention and manipulation of context. Like other forms of 
art, its function is not the restoration of context of origin but rather the creation of a new 
context.”19 She continues, “each element within the collection is representative and works in 
                                                        
19 Susan Stewart, “Objects of Desire,” In On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the 
Collection (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), 152.  
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combination toward the creation of a new whole that is the context of the collection itself.”20 
When a collection is formed, each object sheds portions of its context of origin that are replaced 
by the new context of the collection. In the case of Holley’s sculpture, the narratives of origin 
that are associated with each material, the stone, the wood, the rubber, are made secondary to the 
context of the narrative that Holley associates with his piece. In a similar fashion, the process of 
curation involves bringing different objects together and manipulating their contexts. In a 
process of curation, Holley juxtaposes objects, and in their arrangement, draws new meanings 
from. In doing so, he creates a meta-narrative of the made object.21 This meta-narrative 
incorporates the stories and histories of each object, but it foregrounds a narrative that relates 
each of them.  
 
Holley’s Use of Debris in Expressive Work 
 During Holley’s three-day residency, there was one encounter during which ideas about 
the maker, the materials, and the made coalesced. On the final day of his visit, Holley visited the 
Duke Center for Documentary Studies. Here, Holley worked with a group of students from a 
group called the Documentary Diversity Project, or the DDP, to create a collaborative sculpture. 
The Center’s description of this group reads, “The three-year pilot program builds pathways for 
more people of color to become nonfiction filmmakers, audio producers, photographers, writers, 
                                                        
20 Ibid., 153. 
 
21 Artist Fred Wilson engages in practices in which he engages in curation to raise questions about its role as a 
critical category. In an interview for PBS’s Art:21 program, Wilson introduces some of these concepts that are 
critical to curatorial practices. He identifies his process as “creating a meta-narrative about museums and display.” 
He notes, “I am very interested in juxtaposition of objects, and how the juxtaposition of very different objects can 
bring up a new idea, a new thought.” He says that his process involves, “no manipulation of objects other than their 
positioning, and that changes the meaning or the relationship or how you would think about them.” Like Wilson, 
Holley’s engagement in practices of curation involves the development of meta-narratives that are drawn from the 
relationship between materials in the made object.  
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and new media artists.”22 This group’s mission emanates from the guiding question, “Who gets 
to tell the stories that shape our world view?”23 The collaborative element of this creative 
endeavor created a new dynamic involving a variety of finders and makers with Holley leading 
the charge. Prior to Holley’s visit, each student was required to find materials to bring to the 
group’s meeting. These items were supplemented by materials that Holley discovered in the 
woods two days prior, which were mostly rusted metals and pieces of wood. All of the objects 
were added to a large pile that became the bank of objects to be used in the sculpture. In addition 
to Holley’s metals and wood, there was a blown-out car tire, skateboard wheels, jars, drumsticks, 
and other various items that the students had selected. The variation in the materials reflected the 
aesthetic interests and personalities of the individual finders. After all of the materials were laid 
out, the creation of the sculpture began under Holley’s direction.  
To start the process of making, Holley constructed a base for the sculpture from the tire 
and a large knot of barbed wire that extended up out of it. Then, each student was encouraged to 
select materials from the pile that they could manipulate and attach to the larger sculpture. The 
workshop blended ideas about debris as it is incorporated into a made object, as well as the 
importance of narrativity in this process. The narrative that Holley drew out of the sculpture 
during the process of making centered on an impending natural disaster—the forecast arrival of 
Hurricane Florence. The week that Holley visited North Carolina, the coastal areas of the state 
were expecting heavy impacts from hurricane Florence. Holley’s comments throughout the week 
indicated his awareness of this looming event, and his concern about the upcoming storm was 
made evident during the creation of the collaborative sculpture with the DDP. The potential 
                                                        
22 This comes from the “Documentary Diversity Project” webpage on the website of the Duke Center for 
Documentary Studies. 
 
23 Ibid.  
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effects of a hurricane became the narrative thread with which Holley weaved together the 
disparate objects that had been collected by Holley and the students. The workshop became a 
performance in which Holley interspersed narratives of debris with his uniting theme, creating a 
coherent narrative out of discrete objects—each with its own history.  
Holley encouraged each student to work with any materials that were available in the 
pile, even if they had not brought the item to the site that day. This led to yet another layer of the 
subjectivity that makers express in the creation of the made object. Holley encouraged students 
to pick whichever materials they wanted to “think about,” rather than materials that they simply 
found decorative or visually pleasing. Holley’s narrative engagement with objects requires him 
to “think about” the objects and imbue them with meanings. Holley allows the students to 
collaborate with him in this practice that is central to all of the objects he makes. While the 
students prepared their materials to be added to the sculpture, Holley attached narratives to them 
that reinforced aspects of their status as debris and anticipated their incorporation into the 
broader sculpture and narrative. Holley connected some objects to narratives about their possible 
prior lives. As students worked with their media, Holley drew broader narratives out of the 
object with commentaries about its previous uses. He remarked, ““This was electrical wire to 
keep horses in the fence…So you want to think about what are some of our boundaries? Why do 
so many institutions today have electrical fencing?”24 He moved on to another student who was 
preparing their material to attach to the sculpture. Holley kneeled beside them and introduced a 
similar narrative, saying, “I love this right here. Do you know what this right here probably was? 
At some point, this was a handle. Maybe for opening the door or for controlling the throttle on a 
                                                        
24 These quotations come from an interview conducted with Lonnie Holley by Reagan Petty on September 12, 2018 
at the Duke Center for Documentary Studies.  
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tractor or something like that.” With these narratives, Holley reinforces the idea that these 
objects have histories and stories that contribute to their meaning in an art object.  
 In this encounter, Holley’s emphasis on collaboration and the narratives that he 
introduces during the creation of the sculpture connect the work to broader groups. Holley’s 
collaboration with the students in the DDP creates new meanings that tie the piece to the 
importance of diverse makers in artistic fields. Through the creation of this piece, the 
collaborators share a tandem performance. The narratives that emerge in this performance also 
tie Holley’s piece to broader communities, specifically the community that was forecasted to be 
impacted by Hurricane Florence on the coast of North Carolina. As Holley continued to draw 
narratives out of the objects that the students chose from the pile, he started to become 
increasingly direct about this overarching theme. Even when attaching narratives to individual 
objects, he connected them to the theme of environmental distress on the coast. He addressed a 
member of the group who had wrapped thin metal wire around a curved piece of wood. Holley 
encouraged the student to think about the material at hand, to think about its narrative potential. 
Holley described one of the objects before it was added to the sculpture, “This, to me looks like a 
bound-up fish.” He connected the object back to his theme of the natural disaster approaching the 
coast, saying, “It looks like right now in the coastal area where that water is being whipped 
around.” In this case, the narratives that were associated with discrete objects, then, began to 
make sense in the context of the broader, over-arching narrative of the piece.  
In the collaborative sculpture that Holley created with the students from the Documentary 
Diversity Project, Holley started to arrange the items in sculpture according to its over-arching 
theme.  Holley directed a student who was attaching their piece to the sculpture saying, “This is 
something that I want to look like it’s being floated. Think about that floating after you.” He 
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continued to direct the students to attach their objects onto the sculpture based on a spectrum 
having to do with which items were more “floatable”—a direct reference to the impending storm 
and a flashback to the devastation wrought by Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans’s Ninth Ward. 
In this arrangement, a piece of wood would be placed toward the top of the piece, while a piece 
of metal might be attached closer to the base of the sculpture. This resulted in a piece that was 
grounded by an automobile tire with barbed wire extending up from the base and an array of 
debris that was arranged upon the wire according to Holley’s vision of materials floating in the 
flooded areas along the coast.  
 As the sculpture became more populated with materials, Holley’s articulation of its 
accompanying narrative became increasingly direct until he chose a title for the piece. He 
stopped the group and announced the title, The Aftermath of Many Hurricanes [Figure 4]. After 
his declaration, Holley started to comment upon the sculpture as a whole, saying, “All of this 
type of material today is probably out there right now. It’s moving around on the edge of 
America.” He presented a visual of this object in the world of this chaotic environment.  “You’re 
going to be out there in it, and when a storm comes in, it’s going to be able to pick this stuff 
up…All of this stuff. All of this, All of this could be coming at you at one time!” In this instance 
of the creation of a made object, Holley enacted the potential in debris-centered art for the artist 
to make sense of discrete materials through a narrative of the whole.  
These experiences with Holley as he worked in the medium of debris lead to further 
questions about the characteristics of his art. Specifically, the ways in which engagements with 
trash, garbage, and debris have the potential for emergence. Placing Holley’s engagement with 
debris in the context of emergence brings his practice into the present moment, rather than 
locating the practice solely in distant traditions. It also opens the door for thinking about the new 
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meanings that can emerge through the practice of using debris as art media. In one sense, 
Holley’s engagement with debris disrupts the institutional orders that guide our interaction with 
materials. Through his practice, a cycle outside of production, consumption, and waste emerges. 
In other ways, new understandings of the potential meanings of objects and their narrative 
possibilities emerge in Holley’s work.  
 The sculpture that Holley created with the Documentary Diversity Project was not the 
only time that the artist approached themes of natural disasters, or even specifically hurricanes, 
in his work. During a 2007 residency at the Ogden Museum of Southern Art, Holley visited the 
areas affected by Hurricane Katrina, gathering materials from the debris to create sculptures that 
addressed the topic.25 Holley’s continued focus on the topic of disaster represents his practice of 
carrying narrative threads throughout his artistic practice and drawing relationships between his 
work and broader communities. The theme of disaster also arises in the work of at least two other 
artists from the Birmingham-Bessemer School. In the later stages of his career, artist Thornton 
Dial created a series of assemblage pieces called “Disaster Areas,” including a piece called Ninth 
Ward (2011) [Figure 5] that visualizes the devastation caused by Hurricane Katrina. Minter 
devotes an area of his yard environment to disasters. This section includes large sculptural 
assemblages dealing with natural disasters, like Hurricane Katrina and the most recent Japanese 
Tsunami, and disasters caused by man, like the shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School in 
2012.26 As in Holley’s work, pre-used and discarded materials are essential to these works by 
Holley’s fellow Birmingham-Bessemer School artists. Using Holley’s work as an example, it is 
                                                        
25 Bernard L. Herman, “Lonnie Holley Interview with Bernard L. Herman at Whole Foods, Chapel Hill, North 
Carolina, USA (8 September 2013), following Holley’s performances at the Hopscotch Music Festival (September 
5-7, 2013) in Raleigh, North Carolina,” Elsewhere 2 (May 2014): 22. 
 
26 Laura Bickford, “A Self-Taught Knowledge System: Joe Minter’s ‘African Village in America’ as a Syncretic 
Epistemology.” Elsewhere 2 (May 2014): 43,45. 
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possible to consider the ways that Holley’s commentaries on materials inform readings of their 
assemblage works.   
 Thornton Dial’s piece, Ninth Ward, is a large assemblage painting that shows various 
pieces of trash, garbage, and debris arranged across a sixty-by-one-hundred-inch backdrop. Like 
in Holley’s work, the materials that Dial incorporates in this assemblage piece represent his 
identity as a finder and they reflect his preferences and aesthetic sensibilities. This piece includes 
objects that Dial frequently incorporates in his assemblage sculptures, for example dolls. In 
Ninth Ward, Dial included a baby-doll and a Barbie doll. Dolls show up in pieces like his 
Beginning of Life in the Yellow Jungle (2003) [Figure 6] as well, revealing this material as one to 
which he returns even across an eight-year period. Ninth Ward also includes wooden boards, 
wire, metals, objects resembling driftwood, a shoe, a wheel, boots, clothing, artificial leaves, and 
a Pepsi sign. In the creation of the made object, Dial unites these various objects in multiple 
ways. First, he unites them visually in the process of making with paint. In this piece, Dial 
arranges the objects across a backdrop that is painted blue and gray with white specks. The 
objects atop the backdrop are not fully painted, which Dial does in some of his pieces, but they 
are partially painted and splattered with the white specks that cover the background. This effect 
brings the objects together visually and creates a cohesive visual that goes hand-in-hand with the 
creation of a cohesive narrative from these discrete objects.  
 In addition to the visual connection that Dial creates between these objects with paint, 
they become united in the singular narrative of the assemblage in other ways. Holley clearly 
unifies each of the objects in his assemblage sculptures through narrative and spoken-word 
commentary. The objects in Dial’s assemblage are united by a narrative that is created through 
the title and the visual characteristics of the piece. The title Ninth Ward refers to a predominantly 
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African American neighborhood in New Orleans that was subjected to the most devastating 
effects of Hurricane Katrina.27 The title of the piece, along with the backdrop and various pieces 
of debris, creates a vision of Ninth-Ward New Orleans in which the backdrop represents water 
and the objects represent the things and people that have been displaced by the disaster. This 
assemblage fits into a larger series related to disasters, inscribing it with even more narrative 
function as a player in the larger message of the series. Together, these assemblages provide 
commentary on the human condition and the effects of disasters on various lives. When 
considering the ideas that emerge in an analysis of Holley’s engagement with debris, Dial’s piece 
represents careful selection and arrangement of materials. In this case, an artist who has been 
called, “a master of the ad hoc,”28 becomes an artist who is thoughtfully composing art according 
to a particular process.  
Like Dial and Holley, the work of artist Joe Minter from Birmingham, Alabama is deeply 
rooted in the practice of using non-traditional media. Minter has transformed the yard 
surrounding his home into a massive environment he calls “The African Village in America” that 
is filled with assemblages of discarded, pre-used materials. His environment serves as an 
evolving museum that covers themes ranging from the Middle Passage, the struggle for Civil 
Rights in the Jim Crow South, and a number of injustices that take place against humans and the 
natural world. As Minter leads visitors through his environment, he takes on the role of historian, 
                                                        
27 The past and continued effects of the devastation in New Orleans’s Ninth Ward in documented in various news 
sources, including Greg Allen’s “Ghosts of Katrina Still Haunt New Orleans’ Shattered Lower Ninth Ward,” from 
NPR.  
 
28 Bernard L. Herman in his chapter “Thornton Dial, Thoughts on Paper” In Thornton Dial: Thoughts on Paper 
quotes this description of Dial from an article by Catherine Fox in the Atlanta Journal Constitution from March 13, 
1990 called “Self-Taught Artist Makes Compelling Case for Human Rights.”  
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orator, and spiritual guide. Like Holley’s work, Minter’s use of materials is bound up with the 
narrative associations and movements through space that are connected to his objects.  
It is clear upon encounters with Minter’s work that his choice of materials emanates from 
a system of aesthetics that ranges across his body of work. Minter’s sculptures are often 
characterized by large, rusted metals, including metal chains, automobile parts, farming 
equipment, and sheets of tin. Minter’s “Disaster Area” includes monumental elements, like large 
metal poles topped with metal sheets that act as plaques on which he has painted memorial 
messages about recent tsunamis, earthquakes, and a nuclear plant meltdown [Figure 7]. This 
section of his yard also includes an assemblage sculpture that references Hurricane Katrina and 
the Ninth Ward [Figure 8]. The sculpture is composed of a range of objects inside of a barbed 
wire encasing with wood pieces extending upward. The sculpture resembles Holley’s 
representation of the devastation of a hurricane that he created with the Documentary Diversity 
Project, but it also fits in with Minter’s larger aesthetic and didactic goals. The materials resonate 
visually and thematically with the ethos of his larger project, his African Village in America. 
Much of Minter’s project is grounded in historical tellings, and his use of rusted materials that 
are aged and worn reinforce his ideas that are grounded in the past but persist until the present. 
Minter’s subject matter often touches on the history of Birmingham, Alabama. His use of metals 
relates to the history of the metal industry in southern cities like Birmingham. Minter’s selection 
of large materials, like shovels, plows and automobile parts, lends a sense of monumentality to 
his final pieces. The inclusion of these materials allows Minter to position his sculptures to stand 
as monuments to historic events, people, and places, and their scale allows his audience to move 
among them in his environment. 
 32 
Each of the sculptures in Minter’s larger environment occupies its place in the storyline 
of his overarching narrative. Visitors to Minter’s yard installation encounter assemblages that 
deal with police brutality and natural disasters, a sculpture that represents a slave ship during the 
Middle Passage, and a physical representation of the Edmund Pettus Bridge where the tragic 
“Bloody Sunday” events took place. Through a performance involving narrative, choreography, 
and engagement with objects, Minter unites each of these various parts of his environment 
around, “telling a story that’s never been told,” and “giving back the story of all of what we’ve 
been through, but also what we used to get where we are today.”29 Minter’s engagement with 
debris manifests itself in assemblage sculptures, but each of these is wrapped up in its 
relationships to his wider didactic project.  
These works by Dial and Minter serve as examples of the ways that an analysis of 
Holley’s engagement with debris can inform the interpretation of art from the Birmingham-
Bessemer School that incorporates media that Holley would call trash, garbage, and debris. 
Engaging with Holley’s work, as well as the work of his fellow Birmingham-Bessemer School 
artists, introduces new understandings of the use of materials in art that has been considered 
“self-taught” or “outsider.” Accompanying Holley in his search for materials reveals his process 
as one that is reliant on an awareness of his personal aesthetics and potential narrative value for 
his choice of materials. These insights counter narratives that suggest that his use of materials 
stems from necessity, lack of access, or socio-economic status. Further, Holley’s interactions 
with materials during the process of making show the importance of narrative and performance 
in his work. During this part of his process, Holley connects narratives to his materials that can 
                                                        
29  These quotations come from an interview with the artist conducted by Reagan Petty on July 31, 2018 at the artist’s 
property in Birmingham, Alabama. 
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be characterized as “origin stories,” or those that include stories about their finding or their prior 
use. These stories often connect Holley’s objects back to traditions or to communities, as well as 
to his own biography. Finally, in the stage of the made object, Holley has created a vessel that 
allows him to fill the object with narratives about his biography, communities of people, his 
personal philosophies, or his goals in teaching and making art. The made object is intimately 
connected to these narratives, influencing and creating the object’s meaning after it leaves 
Holley’s hands.  
An engagement with Holley’s work introduces the idea that his process of using debris is 
intentional, self-conscious, and creatively performative, countering narratives that reduce or 
mischaracterize this art. As Eugene Metcalf notes, the characterization and categorization of 
artists and their work is inherently political and represents structures of political and social 
control.30 Deeply exploring Holley’s work with non-traditional media allows us to start to 
question the ways in which his art and the art of other artists who are positioned as “self-taught” 
or “outsider” are characterized in discourse surrounding their work. Future studies will continue 
to investigate the role of identity politics in modern and contemporary art, especially where there 
are hierarchical categories that delineate between artists or makers. Engagements with Holley’s 
thoughtful work and his performative explanations provide an impetus for the further exploration 
of ideas related to debris and the role of media, materials, and process in the characterization of 
artists. Opening up new possibilities for the interpretation of Holley’s work, the art of a 
particular African American South, and the work of many artists who are categorized as “self-
taught” or who are considered “outsiders” starts with embracing the fullness and complexity of 
                                                        
30 Eugene W. Metcalf, "Black Art, Folk Art, and Social Control.”  
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the process of utilizing material like trash, garbage, and debris in expressive work, as it operates 






































Figure 1: Sculpture created by Lonnie Holley, September 11, 2019, found roots, plastic, string, foil, and other objects, photo by 














Figure 3: Lonnie Holley, Balancing the Rock, 2007, found banbelts, stone, metals, and wood, collection of The Ackland Art 














Figure 4: Lonnie Holley and DDP Students, The Aftermath of Many Hurricanes, September 12, 2019, created at the Duke Center 











Figure 6: Thornton Dial, The Beginning of Life in the Yellow Jungle, 2003, Plastic soda bottles, doll, clothing, bedding, wire, 
found metal, rubber glove, turtle shell, artificial flowers, Splash Zone compound, enamel, and spray paint on canvas on wood, 


























Figure 7: Joe Minter, shot of sculptures from artist's property, in African Village in America, Birmingham, Alabama, photo July 
31, 2018 by Reagan Petty 
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Figure 8: Joe Minter, shot of sculptures from artist's property, in African Village in America, Birmingham, Alabama, photo taken 
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